She was a ruler of great foresight 


Maharani Sethu Lakshmi Bayi's birth 
centenary is being celebrated today. 
She brought about a number of reforms 
during her Regency. 


By Konniyoor 
Narendranath 


T here is a groundswell of 
change sweeping every¬ 
where that is radically 
altering social structures and 
life-styles of girls and women. 
These changes were discussed 
in the recently concluded 
fourth conference on women in 
Beijing. 

In this context, it will be nice 
if we make an attempt to revive 
memories of a great woman 
ruler, who did much for wom¬ 
en’s welfare and progress, 
about 65 years ago, in the erst¬ 
while native State of 
Travancore. 

Maharani Sethu -Lakshmi 
Bayi ruled the State as Regent 
for over six years. She influ¬ 
enced and enforced schemes 
that became catalysts for vast 
changes in social structure in 
succeeding'generations. 

She was one of the two 
princesses adopted into the 
Travancore Royal family from 
Mavelikkara palace (on 15th 
Chingam 1076 ME). The 
Mavelikkara family, in which 
she was born on November 19 
1895, is a branch of the 
Kolathunadu stock and has 
been long connected with the 
rulinghouseofTravancore. Her 
birth centenary is being 
observed in several places, 
including 

Thiruvananthapuram. 

On the death of Sri 
Mulam Thirunal 

Maharaja of Travancore, 

Sethu Lakshmi Bayi was 
"by order of his 
Excellency the Governor 
General in Council pro¬ 
claimed Regent to rule 
the State and to control 
the administration 
thereof until His 
Highness the Maharaja 
shall have completed his 
18th year." It may be 
pointed out that Sri 
Chithira Thirunal, the 
heir apparent was only 
12 years of age at that 
time. He was installed 
formally as Maharaja on 
September 1, 1924 and 
was invested with ruling 
powers on November 6, 

1931, when the Regency 
ended. 

There were many 
important matters in 
which the Maharani 
Regent left her indelible 
imprints during her 
period as ruler. Though 
the Regency itself was 
comparatively short, 
(September 1, 1924 — 
November 6, 1931) the 
period witnessed the 
beginning of many 
events which resulted in 
far reaching changes in 


the years that followed. 

Great emphasis was given to 
agriculture and a committee of 
officials and non-officials was 
appointed to make out lists of 
lands for colonisation. The 
landless were encouraged to 
take up farming in a big way. 
Another related step was the 
constitution of a group to 
examine and suggest Puthuval 
rules. Action also commenced 
for the abolition of payment of 
tax in kind by the tenants of 
‘Kandukrishi’ lands. 

Since the village assemblies 
which functioned in early days 
in Travancore had long ceased 
to exist, a scheme was put into 
practice for fostering and devel¬ 
oping local self-government in 
rural areas. The panchayat sys¬ 
tem was thus introduced and 
each panchayat was formed 
with 5 to 11 members, two- 
thirds of whom were elected. A 
Central Road Board was consti¬ 
tuted during the Regency 
period to regulate and foster the 
construction of roads accord¬ 
ing to the relative needs of par¬ 
ticular localities. Arrangements 


were made at that time for the 
extension of the railway line to 
Thampanoor in the capital city. 
Trivandrum Water Works, 
which used to be the pride of the 
city, was set up when the 
Maharani was ruling the State. 
Electricity came to the capital 
under the Trivandrum Electric 
Supply Scheme on March 8, 
1929. 

The Boys Scout 
Organisation in Travancore 
was inaugurated in 1102 M.E. 
with the Maharaja as chief 
scout. To encourage women’s 
higher learning, the Women’s 
College in 

Thiruvananthapuram was 
upgraded. Another useful 
scheme provided facilities for 
medical examination of college 
students, perhaps the first ever 
project of the kind in India. 

Many people today are 
probably not aware that the 
earliest plan in India relating to 
public health education and 
propaganda, maternity care, 
child welfare and organisation 
of health units materialised in 
Travancore during the 


Regency. Another associated 
scheme of great importance 
was the training of midwives for 
health and welfare work in rural 
areas. 

The period is also notewor¬ 
thy for several reforms of a 
social or quasi-religious nature. 
The Maharani was much ahead 
of her legislative council in the 
formulation of some social 
reforms. The agitation to throw 
open the approach roads near 
important temples to the so- 
called ‘ untouchables', led to the 
Vaikkom satyagraha during the 
last part of the reign of 
Maharaja Sri Mulam Thirunal. 

' The Vaikkom satyagraha 
inspired similar attempts and 
created a strong public opinion 
for the temple entry proclama¬ 
tion by the Maharani’s succes¬ 
sor. 

The inhuman practice of 
animal sacrifice in Devaswom 
temples was stopped during 
the Regency and private tem¬ 
ples were persuaded to do the 
same. The practice of singing 
obscene or indecent songs dur¬ 
ing certain temple festivals was 
also stopped. It was during the 
Maharani’s time that 
Travancore took the lead in 
ending the Devadasi 
systemAmong several legisla¬ 
tive measures adopted during 
her rule which inspired 
unprecedented social 
changes later, special 
men tion may be made of 
the law to amend the 
Acts that were responsi¬ 
ble fors abolition of the 
‘Tharavad’ and 

4 M arumakkathayam’ 
and their substitution 
with ‘Makkathayam’ 
and the nuclear family. 
They inevitably 

enhanced the growth of 
individual rights and 
personal freedom of a 
large section of the pop¬ 
ulation. 

Perhaps even the 
most well informed in 
our universities do not 
know that the initial 
steps for the establish¬ 
ment of the Travancore 
University were taken 
(1925) during the 
Maharani’s stewardship 
of Travancore State. 

Though Maharani 
Sethu Lakshmi Bayi 
wielded immense 
power and influence, 
she was an unassuming 
Indian woman of very 
simple habits. She lived 
an exemplary life totally 
devoid of any ostenta¬ 
tious exhibitions of lux¬ 
ury so characteristic of 
aristocratic ladies of 
Indian native States of 
the time. 



A portrait of Maharani Sethu Lakshmi Bayi 






